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Abstract 

The main purpose of this study is to assess the application of 
talent management in Saudi banks. This assessment comes in 
response to the transformation of many organisations from 
traditional practices of human resource management (HRM) 
to talent management and the increased competition at the 
local and global levels as one of the consequences of 
globalisation. The population of this study comprises Saudi 
banks operating in the city of Riyadh and the sample consists 
of two national and two foreign-owned banks. The data 
collection process involves semi-structured interviews 
conducted with 18 HRM officials at the four banks. The 
research objectives and the wider purpose of this research 
are to identify the awareness and the state of talent 
management in Saudi banks. 
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Introduction 

It is recognised that business organisations always 
strive to achieve success in their performance and 
perfect for collocation their products and services. In 
order to achieve these aims, organisations behave in 
multiple ways designed to achieve what is needed to 
maintain their success. If the goal is to perfect products, 
the solution may be to acquire more advanced 
technology. If the goal of business organisations is to 
change for the better on a permanent basis and offer 
higher quality service provision to the range of 
existing and potential customers, this requires more 
long term commitment. Hence, a gap may appear 
between the success desired and the achieved success. 
Then the organisation begins to assemble a set of 
practices for reaching the desired level of success, if 
that the gap concerns the performance of the staff, 
management via human resource management (HRM) 
emerges, then practices may be taken to eliminate this 
gap, or at least to reduce its scale. Such situations as 



those described above, require an organisation to take 
initiative in attempt to align its operations and the 
efforts of the workers and technology to strategy 
stemming from the organisation's insight From here, 
the importance of talent management can be 
recognised. 

Literature Review 

Talent Management as An Administrative Term 

The term is often used to denote the actual qualities 
that characterise a person; for example, we might 
define someone, "He is a talented worker". In this 
regard, some researchers have pointed to three talent 
levels of Tansley (2011), for example, has suggested 
three definitions of talent, whereby she divides the 
concept into three levels. She argues that 
organisational talent can be understood by the level of 
creativity that characterises the products of an 
organisation. While talented people are those who 
have the energy and willingness to accept challenges, 
they also show their abilities in creating distinctive 
features for the organisation. While debating the ways 
used by organisations to group their talent, Tansley 
(2011) and Swapna and Raja (2012) report that these 
involve paradoxes, whereby an organisation may 
focus on positive signs, such as values, strengths and 
access to organisational resources but, at the same 
time, may rely on negative indicators. An example of 
the latter is that there can be an argument for avoiding 
the cost of investing in talent and talented people, as 
this could create marginalisation and the idea of 
having "best" employees may provoke resentment in 
co-workers "which" would impact negatively on 
performance and production. 

Therefore, leadership talent can be a recipe for 
individuals and organisations who/which respond 
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quickly to emergency conditions and indicate those 
who are indispensable because they have the ability to 
see the future. 

There are many studies in the literature which indicate 
that talent management (TM) represents a shift from 
traditional human resource management towards 
talent management as a response to the current 
business environment (Schuler et al., 2011), which is 
characterised by strong competition for both labour 
and market share (Zhang & Bright, 2012). It is also 
difficult to produce a precise definition of talent 
management, as different definitions and points of 
view are evident in the literature. Lewis and Heckman 
(2006 cited in Zhang & Bright, 2012), for example, have 
defined talent management through three main 
considerations related to this area. The first definition 
describes TM as a series of typical human resource 
practices (recruitment, selection, development, and 
career and succession planning management). In other 
words, it can be said that this definition is compatible 
with the best practice model of HRM. The second view 
relies on the concept of talent pools, focusing on 
employees' needs and development through 
upgrading identified talented people to a higher status 
job with no doubt, higher reward. The third definition 
of talent management views talent in terms of the 
general and comprehensive, which goes beyond 
organisational boundaries and specific functional 
status into wider societal benefits. Therefore, talent, 
according to this last perspective, can best be referred 
to in terms of overall performance and potential and 
demanding talented individuals to be managed 
primarily according to their performance. From these 
definitions it can be argued that talent management is 
a key to success for organisations in both global and 
local markets. 

Talent Management in Saudi Arabia 

There is no doubt that the banking sector in Saudi 
Arabia is led by people who know very well how to 
choose their staff, how to discover their potential 
talents, and how to develop these talents towards the 
desired goals. Evidence to support this contention is 
offered by the results achieved by the banks in terms 
of profit, the size of deposits and financing, and other 
related factors. Thus, the banking sector in Saudi 
Arabia is characterised by a high degree of profita- 
bility and stability (Poghosyan & Hess, 2009), and 
wider studies also show that the discovery and 
development of talent is encouraged by Islamic culture 
(Fathi, 2012). The social and business culture in Saudi 



Arabia stems from Islamic law, so the search for and 
development of talent can be seen as a natural and 
legitimate goal; an example in the literature is offered 
by Hilal (2012) who believes that bridging the gap 
between current performance and desired 
performance in the Arab business world environment 
involves the implementation of talent management. 
Strategic talent management is, however, something in 
which most organisations in the Arab world are 
deemed to be lacking, although TM involves the 
harmonisation of management opportunities and 
management threats. A reply to this allegation comes 
in a study by Khursani et al. (2011), in which they 
point out that development and competitive 
environments require significant focus on human 
capital and, therefore, some Saudi organisations such 
as Aramco have taken major initiatives to convert and 
modify their culture, such as the "3 Ts" strategy, which 
focuses on the Talent, Team and Technology interface. 

In a further study, Figliolini et al. (2008) report that 
talent management consists of a wide spectrum of 
initiatives aimed at attracting potential employees to 
an organisation and developing employees' 
capabilities in order to gain their engagement and 
commitment. Therefore, talent management should be 
very important to Middle Eastern organisations 
because of the permanent opportunities and 
challenges they face. Figliono et al. then "adds" that 
the Saudisation Policy requires the replacement of 
foreign workers so that Saudis can take their place 
and, since Saudi companies and banks have been 
successful and maintained their success after applying 
Saudisation, this is evidence of the application of talent 
management. In addition, because of the involvement 
of the private sector in the policy of Saudisation. It is 
the involvement of the private sector in the policy of 
Saudisation that puts Saudis in their place. This matter 
has been considered as a challenge for Saudi 
employees and training organisations in Saudi Arabia 
to acquire talented people. 

Saudi Banks 

It was stated in the 2010 Annual Report of the Saudi 
Fransi Bank that the bank had responded to the rules 
and instructions of the Saudi Arabian Monetary 
Agency (SAMA) relating to rewards and managerial 
level nominations and promotions, as well as through 
the establishment of a Call Centre. Also, in issuing 
reports to assess the optimal planning for human 
resources in the areas of talent management, 
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leadership and development, and reward and 
retention (Saudi Fransi Annual Report, 2010). From 
here it can be seen that Saudi banks are governed by 
SAMA, applying its standards in general and those 
related to talent management in particular as one of 
the core duties of human resource management in 
terms of recruiting talented people, as well as 
developing and motivating them to stay (Kehinde, 
2012). However, Aladela (2009) believes that the 
situation in Saudi companies is almost like that of a 
bureaucratic administration which does not take care 
of administrative talent and where we find interest in 
the management of human resources, while interest in 
talent management is almost non-existent. Companies 
must, therefore, allocate an independent department 
to oversee talent management. 

Although the Saudisation Policy requires the hiring of 
a certain number of new graduates, this measure may 
be incompatible with the need for the acquisition of 
talent. However, Saudi banks have created a solution 
to this problem, as the official website of the Saudi 
Investment Bank (2011) indicates that the bank has 
engaged in the development of local talent through 
systematic training and employee development as well 
as close coordination with the Institute of Banking and 
the Fast Track 1 (FaTra) Programme. Saudi banks also 
conduct psychometric testing for recruits before hiring 
them. Front office employees are subjected to a series 
of questions including some on their personal 
characteristics in order to assess their ability to provide 
good customer service. 

The Alryiadh newspaper (26 June 2012) published an 
article commenting that the National Commercial 
Bank is a pioneer in the field of the localisation of jobs 
in Saudi Arabia, and the most important of the bank's 
efforts in this regard has been in attracting talent, 
particularly in the hiring of staff who possess good 
banking experience and skills. In addition to this, the 
bank provides advanced training programmes to 
further develop the employees' skills and direct their 
talent tightly towards the bank's goals. 

Hence, it is clear that Saudi banks base their talent 
management on human resource activities such as 
recruitment and selection and training and retention, 
contrary to the claims of some scholars. This can be 
attributed to the application of strategic human 

1 FaTra or Fast Track Programme: a 2-4 year training programme 
adopted by the HR Department at SAIB targeting Saudi employees 
below Group Head level. 



resource management (SHRM). 
Methodology and Analysis 

This research was conducted according to the 
qualitative approach, whereby data was collected 
through semi-structured interviews with 18 officials 
in the HRM departments in four banks operating in 
the city of Riyadh. In order to obtain reliable data 
from the respondents, the interview questions were 
translated from English into Arabic. Face-to-face 
interviews were conducted after coordination with 
the banks' managers and those who have the 
required data. This was done through the use of a 
"note taking" style, rather than recording the 
dialogue on tape, as a response to the business 
culture in Saudi Arabia and the secrecy factor in the 
banking business. 

The respondents were asked the following 
questions: 

1. Has the bank's HRM emphasis shifted from a 
traditional focus to talent management? 

2. What are the steps used by the bank for talent 
management? 

3. Has there been any significant effect of the 
Saudisation Policy on recruiting talent? 

4. How does the bank define talent and talent 
management? 

5. Do the difficult economic conditions prevailing 
now, affect the bank's focus on talent 
management? 

From these questions the following themes can be 
recognised: 

■ Is there a shift from traditional HRM to 
talent management in Saudi banks? 

■ What elements of talent management exist 
in each bank? 

■ How important is Saudisation to the talent 
management process and what is its 
impact particularly on recruiting talent? 

■ What is the importance of talent in the 
banking business? 

A thematic analysis technique was conducted by 
grouping interviewees' answers according to the 
themes using qualitative analysis software (NVivo). 
This type of interview analysis processes the data in 



11 



www.ij-ams.org 



International Journal of Advances in Management Science Volume 2 Issue 1, February 2013 



order to confine the findings to a prominent pattern 
that elaborates the main issues that the interviews 
identify. 

Finding and Discussion 

The empirical part of the research project was based on 
semi-structured interviews with 18 officials from the 
Human Resource departments of four banks (two 
national and two foreign). Interviewing these officials 
required some prior procedures, such as directing a 
letter from the researchers to the banks' management 
in order to obtain permission to conduct such 
interviews. This was followed by translating the 
questions into Arabic, in order to be able to facilitate 
discussion with the respondents in their native 
language, as Bampton and Cowton (2002) have 
indicated that language and culture may cause a 
problem when conducting face-to-face interviews. 
Face-to-face interviews were conducted at the 
headquarters of the banks in Riyadh. 

As is known, the headquarters of any organisation 
include a category of managers who have the 
advanced skills to be managers, and who want to 
improve employees' skills and efficiency to be talented 
people. This is one of the HRM activities. 

Fawzi (2013) has demonstrated the existence of HRD 
and training activities in Saudi banks, and the findings 
of this study addressed the relevance of TM to HRD 
and training. The table below depicts the banks' 
attention to TM. 

In addition, most of the officials who were interviewed 
in Saudi banks were HR managers and training 
managers. These managers stressed that Saudi banks 
are keen to recruit talented people and are trained to 
hone their talents. The percentage of those who 
supported this statement exceeded 75% from the 
interviewees. This is also consistent with what was 
stated by Ali (2009), when he reported that one project 
in Medina alone attracts and develops talent using a 
budget of 7 million dollars. 

The main results of these interviews demonstrate that 
Saudi banks are seriously interested in attracting 
talent, as well as developing the talents of existing 
employees, as shown in the Annual Report of the 
Saudi Fransi Bank mentioned earlier, which includes 
the instructions from SAMA to the banks to focus on 
talent. The attraction of talent and the retention of 
talented people constitute key purposes behind HRM 
practices. This can be seen as some evidence of a shift 



from a traditional HRM focus to talent management. 
Another result shows that Saudi banks follow 
appropriate steps in talent management from the 
recruitment process, selection, training and 
development to motivating employees in order to 
retain talented individuals (Fawzi, 2013). 



Main Themes Use of HRD in Saudi Banks 


Agree 


Disagree 


Agree 


Disagree 




Quantitative 




Qualitative 




HRD Existence 


73.9% 


13% 


Most 


less 


HRD Contribution 


69.3% 


13.7% 


Most 


less 


HRD Link to strategy 


58.2% 


15% 


Most 


More 


HRD and Training implementation 


78.9% 


12% 


All 


Non 


HRD and Technology engagement 


56.9% 


17% 


Most 


Less 


HRD link to HR Practices( Recruitment) 


52.7% 


20% 


More 


Less 


Reward as an element of training 






Most 


Less 



Source: Fawzi (2013) 

The question may then be asked: How can Saudi 
banks focus on talent at a time when the Saudisation 
Policy obliges them to hire a number of new 
graduates? To overcome any problem in dealing with 
this policy, Saudi banks are interested in training these 
graduates, especially through programmes offered by 
the Institute of Banking (2012). 

Talent management is a reality in Saudi banks and 
evidence of what is the success achieved by them. For 
example, Scullion and Collings (2011) reported that 
Saudi Arabia was among the first 30 nations for global 
competitiveness in 2009, and the Kingdom has 
established "knowledge" cities in order to apply talent 
management. However, human resource management 
in Saudi banks has developed from a traditional HRM 
focus to one whose emphasis is placed more 
stringently on the management of talent (Institute of 
Banking, 2012). 

It appears that the Saudisation Policy has had no 
negative effects on talent management. In this regard, 
Vaiman et al ., (2012) points out that the development 
of the science of finance and marketing decisions 
outside the scope of accounting and sales offers 
guidance foundations for professional development 
practices from the management of human resources to 
the science of the decision on talent attraction and 
retention. 

From the interviews, one HR manager commented: 

"We use internal sources, especially employee referral, 
to fill important vacancies, as the employee who is 
already working in the bank has a better 
understanding of new job recruitment and customer 
needs than an employee from outside the bank. But 
when the bank needs new employees, or talents which 
are not available inside the bank, we use external 
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sources to attract them. And I believe that the sources 
mentioned above are most likely to create employee 
effectiveness. " 

"Yes, the selection of the applicant from several people 
is built on standards, including personal standards 
such as appearance, the ability to listen and the power 
to influence. Additional standards relate to 
educational level and talent and skill. By effective 
training, the bank can get effective employees. " 

"Recruitment methods practiced by talented recruiter, 
and training through qualified trainer can influence 
employee's culture, and enhance the desire and the 
understanding to new job requirements of 
self-development, which leads to effectiveness talented 
management style. " 

"I would agree partially but it is really depends on the 
bank's extent of involvement of talent management. In 
some cases the bank applied the system but in other 
cases such as recently required Saudisation obligated 
the implementation of talent management by forcing 
the bank to start programmers. Such new hiring led to 
the employment of graduate Saudis and giving 
training to them in order to build effectiveness in the 
employee. " 

The main findings of this study show that talent 
management is a reality in Saudi banks, and evidence 
for what can be seen in the success they have achieved. 
In this regard, Singh et al. (2012) point out that 
academic education is in line with the requirements of 
the labour market, as it has become more urgent to 
identify talent in most countries in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC). 

HRM in Saudi banks has also moved away from a 
traditional framework and has become increasingly 
focused on the management of talent. This has been 
reported by Bin Matzin (2012) who states that HRM in 
Saudi Arabia has redefined its role in order to avoid 
failure in its activities. 

In order to evaluate the role of Saudisation in this 
aspect, it is clear that Saudi banks and other sectors 
pay attention to their full attention to talent 
management. The Saudisation policy does not appear 
to have been an obstacle for Saudi organisations in 
general, and Saudi banks in particular, in achieving 
talent management. Proof of this can be seen in that 
there is no focus on the employment of Saudi skills 
and talent instead of foreign workers as this would 



stop the development and growth of private sector 
organisations, including banks. However, these 
organisations are still growing despite achieving a 
Saudisation rate of more than 80% (Figliolini et al., 
2008). 

Conclusion 

Commercial banking in Saudi Arabia is generally 
recognised as starting in 1952 after the establishment 
of SAMA. Although this represents a short period 
compared with other countries, Saudi banks now have 
many branches in several overseas locations, such as 
France and the UK. This means that Saudi banks have 
witnessed and are still witnessing significant business 
progress. 

The change in Saudi culture has had a major impact on 
freedom and idealism in talent management in the 
private sector, including banks. In addition, talent 
management application has encountered many of the 
customs and traditions prevailing in the Saudi 
community which are derived from customs and 
traditions which have developed from a tribe's norms, 
where the family and tribe are the basis of the social 
structure. On the other hand, cronyism (wasta) in 
Saudi culture has been contradicted by the tendency of 
talent management, as wasta is a relationship 
connection status whereby people help each other in 
return for favours. However, Islamic culture, which is 
dominant in Saudi society, is keen to provide skills, 
science and talent. Therefore, we find that Saudi 
organisations are paying more attention to talent 
management through providing training and 
enhancing employees' skills through acquiring new 
knowledge. 

This research aims to shed light on Saudi banks in 
terms of their application of the management of talent, 
and by reference to recent literature to strengthen their 
content through collecting qualitative data from 
personal interviews held with 18 officials from four 
banks in Riyadh, which shows that these banks have 
seen and are still witnessing steady growth. 

Qualitative data collection through interviews has 
given the researcher the chance to open a kind of 
debate with the interviewees in order to delve deeper 
into their opinions. The interviewees stressed that 
although the implementation of the policy of 
Saudisation, which requires bringing in Saudi labour 
instead of foreign workers, talent management had not 
been affected by this aspect, especially as banks and 
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other organisations know that some day they will 
employ Saudis instead of foreign workers. 
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